This chapter documents the growth of African nationalist opposition to Rhodesian colonial rule and the intensification of state repression in the 1960s and 1970s. First, the chapter suggests that unlike the dominant nationalist narrative that stresses the critical mobilizing role of African nationalist leaders, in which ordinary people blindly followed the leadership of elite nationalists, I argue for a more nuanced understanding of the complex and often contested encounter and dialogue between ordinary rural and urban Africans on the one hand, and radical African political activists on the other. I stress that based on their personal experiences, many ordinary men and women in both rural and urban Rhodesia formulated critiques of colonialism that propelled them to act in concert with those elite nationalists who formed and led political organizations. In this process of political cross-fertilization and dialogue, neither were urban workers or rural peasants simply led from above or outside. Second, in the face of increased African political agitation and urban civic disobedience, the government intensified its long-term policy of arresting and silencing dissenting voices. This was not an entirely new policy, but the product of two mutually reinforcing conditions that necessitated the massive wave of political detentions in the 1960s. The first was the shift by African nationalists from reform-oriented political lobbying to armed struggle. The second was the ascension to power of the Ian Smith government and its declaration of independence from the British metropolis in 1965, which provided autonomy for this white supremacist regime to pursue repressive police-state tactics without British intervention. Thus, the shifting politics on both sides of the political divide in Rhodesia explain the unprecedented intensification of state repression through political confinement.
I have organized this chapter into three broad but interrelated sections. The first documents the growth of African nationalist formations in the 1960s, with particular emphasis on the political activism of ordinary men and women whose involvement in the nationalist politics of the 1960s, and support of the guerrilla war in the 1970s, landed many in Rhodesian prisons and detention centers. This section suggests that by deciding to join mass-based African political formations, ordinary men and women became part of the emerging and growing communities of political activists who gave Zimbabwean nationalism its form and substance. The second section focuses on urban political and militant activism in the 1960s, which heralded the era of uncompromising opposition to Rhodesian settler rule before the outbreak of the 1970s African-led guerrilla war. The last section discusses the shift in African politics to guerrilla war and rural peasant support for the liberation war. That support led Rhodesian authorities to criminalize whole peasant communities on charges of aiding "terrorism."
The Emergence and Growth of African Nationalist Movements in the 1960s
The emergence and growth of African politics shattered long-held illusions of colonial "law and order" and racial harmony in Rhodesia, illusions that were also typical for other British settler colonies in Africa. The 1960s was an especially politically dynamic period in Rhodesia because, between 1953 and 1963, the colony was part of a Federal amalgam with two other British colonies, namely Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland. This amalgamation created conditions for dialogue among emerging African nationalists from the three colonies, whose demands for political reform increasingly coalesced around the notion of African majority rule. Regional political strife in the 1960s was only avoided because the other two colonies of Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland progressively worked toward African majority rule. Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland gained political independent status in 1964 after the break-up of the Federation in 1963. Northern Rhodesia became modern-day Zambia, and Nyasaland became Malawi, whilst Southern Rhodesia's reactionary white settler politicians rejected any notion of African majority rule. This Southern Rhodesian political intransigence was in violation of previous Rhodesian governments' commitment to progress toward
